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Thoughts At Sunrise
By Olaf R. Juhl

Good Morning - and will the class please come to order.
Could it be that I choose this opening because I, as far
back as I can remember, wanted to be a teacher? Somehow I
never quite made it, although I believe that I could have if
circ umstances during a certain period of my youth had not
had other designs for me. Let me add that any regrets I might
have today are purely of a sentimental nature.
This morning we shall attempt to analyze the trials and
tribulations, the mental problems and misgivings of an
American , by adoption, in transferring his loyalties from one
nation to another, and finally also look at some of the
pleasures and satisfactions he has gained during the process.
It was not so long ago that a lady passed a remark to me a remark which at least was intended to be somewhat
complimentary . She gave me credit for becoming American at
an early date . If she meant that I, soon after my arrival on the
American scene, accepted America, with all its faults and all
its favors, and in so doing took on the responsibilities and
shared the many available benefits which are part of good
citizenship, then I believe that I can , in all humility, accept
the compliment.
On the other hand, if the lady was implying that I quickly
had become American in thoughts and in outlook on life in
general , then it is quite evident that she does not know me as
well as she thought she did.
I have never been able to deny my roots or to adopt fully
the American thought process, and I have gradually come to
the conclusion that in my case it can 't be done that way. I
shall at this point try to illustrate this for you in the following
manner.
It happened a number of years ago that, upon a visit to
the land of my birth, I was asked by an old aunt if at some
future date I would return to Denmark and simply remain
there. I had to answer her in the negative. " Let me explain to
you , auntie . I look upon my relationship with America as a
marriage . America is like a wife to me, and considering that I
am happily married to her, I will continue to live with her.
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On the other hand, I feel that my relationship to Denmark is
like that of a son to his mother. I have a certain love for her
and, on that basis, it is my wish to come back and visit her as
often as I have an opportunity." My aunt did not pursue the
matter any further, but I believe that she somehow understood my position . I trust that the native American will bear
with me, and have patience with those thoughts coming from
the heart of a foreign-born citizen .
During the years, I have heard many immigrants express
themselves with great appreciation for the new life, and the
many opportunities they found in America. I also heard, and
saw in print, some of the natives emphasize to us who are
foreign-born - that we should be forever grateful for being
accepted here under our American system of unexcelled
freedom and liberty. Some of these well-intending friends get
very definite about this, and they take for granted that there
can be no question about it. Furthermore, it is true. The
United States has been a haven and refuge for millions of
people who found happiness here, to the extent that they had
never even dared dream about while they were still living in
the old country .
Personally, I have never had very strong feelings about
this. Although, like so many others, I had been subjected to
rather degrading experiences on Ellis Island, I suppose I was
never ·an immigrant in the true sense of the word . I left
Denmark as a young man seeking adventure and new learning
abroad, fully intending to return and take my place in the
Danish community. I did not leave my native country
because I was unhappy or disillusioned , and neither was I
" escaping" from some wrongdoing. I was not disappointed in
love, and I had no problem getting along with my relatives . I
was not unemployed, and generally speaking, life so far had
been quite good to me . As far as liberty and freedom were
concerned , I had no reason to anticipate any special
improvements.
From the very beginning, I enjoyed life in America to the
fullest extent, but that was really no different from what I was
used to. There were certain problems. I had people tell me
that this was truly God's country . While I did ot enter into
any argument about it, I confessed to myself that I did not
realize that God had any country which was especially his,
and if he did, I would not approve of it. I had thought right
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along that, if one country was better off than some other
countries, it was not by God's design but rather through the
failures of man.
Of course, I paid no attention to the fellow worker on the
construction job where I was employed who said I would not
be a real American until I had sat at a lunch counter in a
diner and eaten ham and eggs with fried potatoes, or gotten
intimately acquainted with a lady of skin color different from
mine. However, it bothered me some when I heard remarks
about the foreigners who came here and "took the work"
away, and they were thus accused of depressing the labor
market. I had thought of it as a two-way street. While those
foreigners "produced," they also "consumed," so it could
reality be only a question of a surplus between production
and consumption - a surplus which I thought we, as a nation,
could easily dispose of to other and poorer countries where it
was badly needed. If we could not sell it because they had no
money, we could give it away without hurting our national
economy.
I heard those remarks about the gratitude we owed
America, and here again I thought it was a two-way street. In
my own case, I appreciated the fact that the country of
Denmark had provided quite well for my childhood and my
basic education, and when the time came that I should be of
some usefulness to the country I had left it. Here I was in
America ready to be a producer, and hopefully a useful
citizen and America had not had to spend a single penny for
my upbringing or for whatever education I had absorbed
throughout my formative years.
There were other minor problems such as the time when I
got into a friendly debate with a fellow worker, and he let me
know that my opinion as a foreign-born did not carry the
same weight as that of a native. He implied that, in my
capacity, it behooved me to keep my opinions to myself,
especially, I suppose, as long as they did not agree with his .
Luckily, such narrowminded rebukes were rare. In this case, I
quickly told my friend that I considered myself just as good
an American as he. I added, perhaps a bit facetiously, "In a
way I have it all over you . At any rate, I am here by choice
while you are here merely by coincidence."
In some ways it is easier to be a native than an adopted
citizen . The natives do not have to make decisions as to
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where they belong. They do not have to choose nationality,
and they do not have to swear loyalty before the Court, and
thereby cut yet another thread from their roots . All of a
sudden it dawns upon the new citizen that he and his
parents, sisters and brothers, etc., no longer are members of,
in my case for instance, the same democracy. On the other
hand , I have no quarrel with this oath . It is just something we
are dutybound to accept.
There were other items with which I had my difficulties. I
discovered that the school children were required every
morning to pledge allegiance, and that this same pledge was
used in many other situations. I could not see the necessity of
this eternal pledging, and I thought, " how can it keep from
becoming rote?" It wasn't so many years since I had gone
through grade school in Denmark, and I recalled how we
always started the day by singing such songs as "I Q)sten
Stiger Solen op," or "Morgenstund har Guld I Mund," and we
closed the day's work with "Der staar et Slot i Vesterled ,11 or
" Klokken slaar, Tiden gaar," etc . Anyone familiar with Danish
songbooks will know that they have a large selection of
similar beautiful morning and evening songs to choose from .
It struck me that the Danish procedure was more attractive,
and I still get sentimental when I think of those periods of
singing. Of course, we had the advantage of already being a
homogeneous people, while we in America even today are a
long way from homogeneity, and it becomes desirable for us
to use various means for developing national unity.
During those early years it bothered me a bit that the
natives with great emphasis time and time again , brought up
the matter of American liberty, American freedom, or whatever name you call it. It was spoken of as something
exclusively American . I could not see that I had any greater
freedom here than what I was used to, except that I could
travel further without a passport. In my homeland, such
privileges as freedom of speech, freedom of press , freedom of
religion , etc., had been established for decades. Surely we
had a state church, but you did not have to belong to it if
you did not want to. One freedom we did not have was the
much disputed "right" in America to bear arms as per the
Second Amendment to the Constitution . It is my personal
opinion that this is a right we would very well do without. At
any rate, I do not believe that whatever reasons may have
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existed many years ago for the establishment of this amendment are valid at this time.
In other ways it seemed as though freedom in Denmark
was even developed to a higher degree than here . For
instance, the right to be controversial or to hold unpopular
opinions . We found in America, especially during the
McCarthy era, that non-conformists in many cases, and often
without good reason, were haunted by the FBI and other
government security agencies. This easily led to their being
blacklisted as security risks and deprived of employment.
During my youth, I hardly ever heard of what we today speak
of as "gay" persons, but I suppose we also had some of them
in those days. If we did, they were not subject to loss of their
civil rights because of it.
During a period in the sixties, Denmark had a very bad
image in our country on account of its supposedly "free
attitude" towards the promotion of pornography. This attitude
was, in reality, based on freedom of expression . Testrup, the
Minister of Justice, declared that "we have come to the
conclusion that our police department is not qualified to
determine what people should read or not read, and we have
more important things to do than snoop around for naughty
pictures or whatever might be offered for sale to curious
persons." We have to agree that this statement contains a
great deal of merit and common sense.
Certainly, there should be some limitation on the spread
of indencency, but our standards change rapidly . We in
America have come a long way in permissiveness during the
past decade, while Denmark, from my personal observation,
seems to have retreated in the opposite direction - not by
law, but more by plain disinterest among the people. It is a
sort of " now you see it and now you don't - and who cares."
In the meantime we find, for instance, Playboy Magazine
(Enterprises), with all its questionable contents, has gained
sufficient respect to qualify for the privilege of interviewing a
candidate for president, and its shares are quoted on the
venerable New York Stock Exchange.
I acknowledged in the early part of this "confessional"
that my conversion to American thinking had been a long
time process . Even today, after many years, I am still
struggling with it. However, there is no question in my mind
that the United States is my country. During my early years
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here, I was an observer who continually drew comparisons
between America and Europe, and I looked upon America
with a visitor's eyes. However, something must have
happened along the way, because I discovered that I no
longer had any doubt about where I belong. I believe the
transformation must have taken place mainly during the war,
when it indeed was imperative that we stand together and act
in unison . Although , as I mentioned in the beginning, I still
do not have quite the same outlook on life as the average
native-born American, I have found during my many visits to
Denmark since the war, that while I still draw comparisons I
am now the visitor who looks at things and conditions over
there from a visitor's point of view. I could leave Copenhagen
with its clean streets (although they are not quite as clean as
they used to be) , and return to New York with its gutters in
many places filled with filth , and with its seedy sidewalks, its
Harlem and its Bronx, and I could accept it all as being part
of my responsibility - on a " now I am where I belong and this
is my home" basis .
I have heard complaints from American visitors to
Denmark - and especially American visitors of Danish descent
- that they heard too much criticism of the United States and
our behavior, both in domestic and world affairs . This was
particularly true during the years of the Vietnam war. I
personally have never had much trouble with that, but I will
come to the defense of America whenever I feel she is being
unduly criticized, or I will keep my mouth shut in the rare
cases where I have felt really did not have a good defense.
By the same token , I will , I suppose due to my sentimental
attachment to Denmark, come to her defense whenever I hear
at home feel that she is being wrongly castigated by
misinformed persons, yes, even in some cases by visiting
Danish citizens .
It is a strange situation, but Danes or Europeans in
general , except the Norwegians, will travel abroad and join in
or even initiate criticism of their own country . The
Norwegians sing, "Ja, vi elsker dette Landet," and they mean
it. In my experience, I have found that especially the Danes
and the British are apt to unload about their political and
economic problems abroad and also at home to visitors from
abroad . This is one thing about us in America . We can argue
between ourselves, we can admit to ourselves that there is
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room for improvement in our national life, but in general we
only tell foreign visitors about "how good we have it," and it
would not usually occur to any of us to go abroad and wash
our dirty linen.
I shall try to analyze for a minute what it is that
sentimentally binds me to Denmark. Well, first of all there are
my roots, which I have come to appreciate more and more as
I grow older. My childhood was there, and while we were
poor, this was only in material values. As the youngest of six
children, I was surrounded by loving parents, brothers and
sisters. There was no poverty in that area. I appreciate that I
learned to work at an early age. My education was not broad,
but it has proven to be ample. I served my apprenticeship,
and my formal schooling during that period was only what I
could pick up by attending evening classes. However, it must
have been pretty good, as I feel I have been fully competitive
also in the American labor market. In my heart, I feel deep
appreciation for those first 22 years. I am proud of being a
product of the same culture as Hans Cristian Andersen, B. S.
lngemann, Grundtvig, Christen Kold, . Jeppe Aakjaer, and
scientists such as Ole R¢mer, H.C. 0rsted, Valdemar Poulsen
and Niels Bohr, just to mention a few.
I recall, at the age of 12, getting tremendously interested
in the Danish political system, and for me democracy per se
became almost a religion. There was nothing hybrid about
that system especially after it resulted in a unicameral parliament, and shortly thereafter when a revised election law
establishing pro rata figures for political representation
became a reality. Today I am not so sure about the survival
of democracy anywhere in the world, but in those days I
considered it a real panacea.
I think with pride of a small nation producing a songbook
such as the one used at the folk high schools with several
hundred songs. They were not all equally good, but in the
majority, they were of high quality and purpose. Thi~. book
was adopted in a revised form by the Danish immigrants in
America, and is still used here and there on special occasions.
Eventually, when it was evident that it was no longer feasible
to reprint it in the Danish language, it became the forerunner
to the "World of Song." I know of no other small nation
which has been nurtured by such a cultural product, and in
such volume. Today it makes my heart ache when I find that
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the Danes themselves make comparatively little use of it.
Lastly, I am happy that it was in that little country school,
where I obtained my early education , that I learned to love
those beautiful morning and evening songs with which we
began and ended each school day. I say this although I
cannot carry a tune. I am especially sorry to learn that, today
even among many of the children 's schools in Denmark,
singing is considered as something that is square and old
fashioned .
Now then , what was it that attracted me to become a part
of America? Well , first of all it was here that I found myself.
It was here that I became aware of the cultural values I had
left behind , and I had the opportunity of sharing with other
Danish immigrants, or second generation sons and daughters
of those immigrants, an interest in song, lectures, games, etc.,
while producing our own programs. I believe we thought we
had something of value which could be used as our contribution to the culture of America .
I found much in the history of America that interested me
immensely. For instance, there is our Constitution. The
original Danish Constitution of 1849 surely had approximately
the same goals, but by comparison it was rather a terse
document consisting of short staccato paragraphs, while the
earlier Constitution of the United States was filled with lofty
idealistic expressions, and the hope for a future with justice
and equality for all. I found at an early date that America had
a wealth of great persons whom I could admire, and in some
instances even idolize. I shall here mention at random a few
of them , some of whom have been of great importance in our
political life . Some were writers and performers who had
entertained or amused me, and there were some who had done
much to awaken the social con science of America : George
Washington , Thomas Jefferson, the Adams family, Benjamin
Franklin, Abraham Lincoln , the two Roosevelts - Theodore
and Franklin, Woodrow Wilson , John Steinbeck, Helen Keller,
Jane Addams, Jacob Riis, Booker T. Washington , Harriet
Beecher Stowe, Jack London , Thoreau , Whitman , Longfellow,
Oliver Wendell Holmes, John Marshall (the Chief Justice),
Herbert Hoover, Al Smith, Norman Thomas, Will Rogers; and
of a newer date, Harry Truman , George Marshall, Pearl Buck,
Martin Luther King, Adlai Stevenson , Rogers and Hammerstein , Helen Hayes, Benny and Crosby. I believe I will have to
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include Eisenhower, more for his good intentions and his
grandfatherly approach to the presidency than for his great
mind, and last but not least, Hubert H . Humphrey. I could go
on with another full page, but I must stop somewhere.
My first opportunity to vote in an American election was
in 1928. Just to illustrate my own narrow-mindedness of years
ago, I found that I could not vote for Hoover because he was
too conservative, and I could not vote for Smith because he
was Cathol ic. Consequently, I picked Norman Thomas, whom
I considered worthy of a vote, although of course I realized
that in a way I was throwing a vote away. Today I could
disregard those prejudices based on partisanship or religion if
I thought the man per se was intellectually competent, of
good intentions and some broadmindedness. To illustrate this
further, Gerald Ford, although during his many years in
congress he consistently voted against what I was in favor of,
would in my opinion qualify on the basis if intentions and
tolerance.
I feel indebted to America because I was "accepted ." My
first real boss who listened to my meager vocabulary made
some notes on a piece of paper, and bless his heart, I saw
him add at the bottom of the page, "He is Danish and he
looks good ." He hired me three weeks later to work in his
plant cutting salted herring into "fork bite" sizes. I stayed
there for 18 years . However, the herring job lasted only six
months . By that time I became the company bookkeeper, and
later on I was a salesman calling on grocery jobbers and I was
the corporation secretary . I quit once during those 18 years,
but when after a return trip to Denmark I came to the conclusion I had not as yet had enough of America, I was quickly
rehired , after I sent him a telegram saying I was ready to
come back - and was my job still open? Not only was I
accepted by an employer, but I also got along quite well in
the American community and found much to appreciate
among American young people .
At any rate, they compared quite well with the young
people I used to chum around with in Denmark . Surely there
were different priorities here and there, such as the American
youth had by and large a greater interest in sports, and there
were a greater number aiming at securing a college
education . The Danish youth, which I had associated with,
had a greater interest in politics, in debating and lecture
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clubs, and in the trade union movement. I recall during those
early years that some of my new friends were taken aback
when I expressed an interest in attending a meeting in one of
our city parks where Eugene Debs was to be the speaker. It
took me a while to reconcile myself to the fact that, in spite
of all our talk about freedom and liberty, it was not popular
to be a non-conformist in America. I also foresaw that,
although I considered myself a political liberal, my liberalism
was not of a kind that would give me any trouble, and I can
now at this late date say that it never did . However, I felt a
certain sympathy for others whose attitude was less tempered,
to the extent that they became controversial. I have tried to
maintain for myself an attitude of tolerance, but this does
not reach out to the revolutionary - the ones who profess a
willingness to use force as a means towards an end, and this
inlcudes both those at the extreme left and right. To illustrate
this point let me add that, at this time I do not agree with the
A .C.L.U ., that the Nazi party should be granted a license to
parade at Skokie, Ill. My attitude would be the same if the
applicants were avowed communists. We can not keep people
from holding extreme views to the extent that if they were
carried out they would be destructive to our democracy, but I
fail to see that we have a duty to encourage or support them .
There were other meetings besides the Debs affair, which
by the way was a disappointment to me. Thus, I attended a
meeting at the Minneapolis Armory where Robert LaFollette
was the speaker. I can still see him at the podium as he, in
the heat of the evening, removed his suitcoat while walking
back and forth gesticulating and declaiming his convictions. I
went to the Hippodrome to listen to the great orator William
Jennings Bryan - the free silver advocate, twice the
Democratic candidate for president who was spoken of as
" The Commoner." He spoke for an hour and a half to the
huge audience, and it seemed as though during that period
you could here a pin drop. However, in this case he did not
speak of politics. It was during or shortly thereafter the
Scopes trial was pending, and he was speaking against
Darwin's theory of evolution. I could not agree with him, but
it was a great experience to listen to him . By the way, he died
quite suddenly shortly after his visit to St. Paul.
His daughter, Ruth Bryan Owen Rhode, was at one time (I
believe in the thirties), Ambassador to Denmark where she
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was extremely popular. She came to speak at the Auditorium,
and she impressed me as a great intellectual. She almost
duplicated her illustrious father in oratorical ability. If I recall
correctly, her subject was the "Peace Movement."
At a later date I listened to the great journalist and author,
Walter Lippmann, when he came to deliver a lecture at the
University. This also turned out to be a memorable evening,
and all together these experiences played a great part in my
conversion from a Dane to an American . However, I must
confess that the real contribution came about by the fact that
my sons, daughters-in-law, and grandchildren are native-born .
They will never know, nor will they ever understand, the deep
seated duplication of sentiment which in some instances has
permeated the hearts and minds of their forebears . Surely, I
know that there were some of the newcomers who embarked
from shipside in New York, and who quickly forgot their
native country . Somehow they felt that they thus did
themselves and America a favor . I do not agree with that
thinking, and I am afraid that their feelings for America
became just as shallow as their sentiments for the old country
evidently had been .
I happen not to consider the duplication as mentioned
throughout the preceding paragraphs as a burden . On the
contrary, I think of it a:s a privilege in which my descendants
will not be able to participate . Through the last 55 years of
my life I have been nurtured by two different cultures - the
American and the Danish - or on a larger scale that of
Northwestern Europe.
We hear voices among us who do not care to be referred
to as Danish-Americans, as though this would imply that we
who are born in Denmark, or are descendants of Danish
immigrants, are different from other Americans. However, as
a general rule, that particular terminology is used only to
identify us with our rootage . It does not otherwise differentitate us from other Americans.
Now that I am about to complete this thesis, I have just
passed my 79th birthday. While I seem to be of reasonable
sound mind and body, there are dificiencies which have to be
recognized . I can not expect to be around this pleasant life
for so many more years . When my time is up, I will place
myself in the care of God, and it will no longer matter
whether I am this or that . I will then also say, " Thank you
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America for including me in . I hope I have not disappointed
you."

Olaf Juhl is a Minneapolis, Minnesota, businessman. He emigrated from Denmark
to the United States in 1921 . As a young man in Denmark he was active in the
grocery trade and the trade union movement. Although he indicates that he
planned it otherwise, soon after his arrival in the U.S.A. he entered the grocery
business. He is presently management consultant, on a part time basis, with Lyon
Food Products, inc. of Minneapolis. He sends his apologies for using the pronoun
"I" so profusely in his article. However, since he is interested in sharing his own
experience and, hopefully, finding a "mutual consciousness of roots" with others,
how else should he have written it?
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